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WHO DO YOU 
THINK 
YOU 
ARE?
Adam Grimm, senior in horticulture and German studies at Iowa State, is training to swim the English 
Channel. After years of heavy smoking and struggling to accept his sexuality, he’ll make his ! rst 
attempt during his scheduled July 20–30, 2015 window.
Ethos: How long have you been swimming?
Adam Grimm: I was an infant swimmer—my 
parents started teaching me when I was less 
than a year old. I started competing at age four 
until I was 17, then again when I was 26 or 27. 
E: What caused the break?
AG: I quit before my senior year of high 
school; mainly it was dealing with sexual 
orientation and being fearful of what other 
students might say or do. ! at was back in 
the ’90s when the LGBT community wasn’t 
nearly as strong as it is now.
E: How does swimming connect to the 
LGBT community?
AG: Well, you have the whole changing in 
the locker room thing, and really just [boys] 
running around in speedos. During those 
teenage years everybody is coming to terms 
with themselves and their bodies.
E: So what changed?
AG: I was $ nally able to accept who I was 
and put down the fears, so I decided to 
get back in the pool and keep going with 
swimming. ! at was when I was 26 or 27, so I 
was out of the pool for a good 10 years. I had 
come out of the closet long before then.
E: What were you afraid of?
AG: Like a lot of people in the [LGBT] 
community [I didn’t] know who I could really 
trust. It’s hard to tell who’s going to be a friend 
or who’s going to be more problematic.
E: When did you accept your sexuality? 
What was the de! ning moment?
AG: When my parents $ nally approached 
me [at 19]. I $ nally just broke down and said, 
“! is is who I am.”
E: What in" uenced you to get back in 
the pool?
AG: In my mid to late 20s I was treated very 
poorly by a person of relative importance and 
put into a position where I had to stand up 
for myself. I said enough is enough—I control 
my own life. When it was over I thought, now 
what? I wanted to do more with my life, so I 
decided to come back to school and get back 
into the pool. [! at moment] de$ ned me. I 
was pulled through a lot of shit and mud, but I 
came out smelling like roses.
E: How did that experience change you? 
AG: I don’t tolerate ill treatment of myself 
or anybody else and I actively stand up for 
what I believe is right. You should never have 
to do something you don’t want to or don’t 
believe in. I started swimming again—doing 
triathlons—and now I’m planning to swim 
the Channel. I have a whole di# erent career 
path ahead of me with other distance swims 
in the future, and I’d like to work toward a 
PhD in German history.
E: Tell me about the Channel swim.
AG: It’s approximately 21.7 miles of open 
water that is well known for being violent—
the currents can be very strong and the 
waves can get pretty large. It’s also a heavily 
tra"  cked area for all of Europe. [I’ll] have to 
go around anything coming my way, which 
means I’ll have to slow down or speed up for 
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“I WAS PULLED THROUGH A LOT OF SHIT AND MUD, 
BUT I CAME OUT SMELLING LIKE ROSES.”
certain distances. My comfortable pace is just 
over two miles per hour, but I expect to cut it 
back to just under two, which would put me 
at somewhere around 11 hours to complete 
it. With breaks, I’m hoping for a time of 14 
hours. I’m not looking to create any records, 
I just want to cross it and start my distance 
swimming career around the world.
E: What is most challenging about the swim?
AG: Distance and the temperature—which 
can be anywhere from 56 to 62 degrees. 
Hypothermia can occur very quickly, so I 
need to get used to those temperatures for 
long periods of time. My winter coat is a 
light jacket. I try to stay out and deal with the 
cold as much as I can. I generally keep my 
apartment temperature anywhere from 56 to 
60 degrees—I would go much colder but I feel 
guilty that my cat is getting too cold. I’m just 
forcing myself to get used to it. I’m certainly 
not underestimating what it’s going to do to my 
body—not to mention mind—but I think with 
continual training I will be ready to take it on.
E: What does your training program 
look like?
AG: I have a general plan with distance at 
night [5 to 7 mile swims] and sprints and 
drills during the day, but I like to have the 
freedom to switch it around depending on 
how I’m feeling. 
E: What do you think about when you swim 
for so long? 
AG: When I’m in the pool I count lengths. 
In open water, I think of various things at 
random—music, homework, etc. When 
you’re in the water for so long, especially 
in the dark, a wandering mind can be a 
problem. Temptation [to get out or quit] gets 
harder to resist. You’re alone and completely 
engulfed in cold water. It can get pretty 
lonely and can feel like it’s never going to 
end. In order to prepare for that, I plan to 
re% ect on life. I’ll come up with something to 
think about that will help me through it.
E: What motivates you to keep going?
AG: ! e biggest thing that keeps me going 
is the regret I have for quitting swimming. 
A big part of what motivates me now is 
to demonstrate to people, inside and 
outside the [LGBT] community that 
anybody can really do this. ! ey shouldn’t 
allow anything—[including] their sexual 
orientation—to prevent them from doing 
what they want to do. 
E: Are you afraid at all?
AG: ! is is well known for being a very 
di"  cult challenge and a lot of people fail, 
but I look at life, and not that I want to die 
during this event, but far too many people 
have died for far less. ! is is something that 
is a lifelong dream. My goal is to complete it, 
but ultimately I will do the best that I can. I 
really just want to give it my all, enjoy it and 
inspire people.
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